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THE MORALITY OF THE OLD TESTAMENT. II. 1 



By Professor J. F. McCurdy, D.D.. 
University College, Toronto, Canada. 



Let us look at an incident of the times of the early kingdom 
whose recital has proved a stumbling-block to many an earnest 
seeker after the truth of sacred history. I refer to the expedition 
against the Amalekites undertaken by king Saul, under the auspices 
of Samuel the prophet, and at the alleged command of Jehovah, as 
recorded in i Sam., chap. 15. The crux of the case is the command 
given in vss. 2, 3: 

Thus saith Jehovah, I have marked that which Amalek did to Israel, how 
he set himself against him in the way when he came up out of Egypt. Now 
go and smite him, and utterly destroy all that they have, and spare them not, 
but slay both man and woman, infant and suckling, ox and camel, sheep and ass. 

The issue is here perfectly plain — plainer than in the similar com- 
mand of an earlier time to destroy the Canaanites. I do not need 
to discuss any of the details, such as Saul's sparing and Samuel's 
slaying of Agag. We simply cannot deliberately believe that such 
a command was actually given by Jehovah; that the God of Hosea 
and Isaiah and Micah and Jeremiah, of Luke and John and Paul, 
the God of love, the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the 
God of the whole earth, he who made of one blood all the nations 
of the earth, and who extinguishes all blood-feuds in the new blood- 
brotherhood founded and ratified by the sacrifice of his own Son — 
that he was the instigator of a war of extermination, with all its pas- 
sions and atrocities named and nameless. Who can refuse the simple 
explanation that we have here a case of interracial border warfare, 
in the waging of which, even to the death of innocent women and 
their babes, the participants supposed they had the sanction and 
direction of their God ? 

Should we therefore say that this chapter forms no part of divine 
revelation ? We have no right to say that. God fulfils himself in 

1 Completed from the Biblical World for June, 1904, pp. 408-16. 
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many ways; and we dare not either prescribe or limit the modes or 
channels through which his mind is declared in the education of his 
foolish children of mankind. One thing we know well. War is the 
greatest curse that has ever visited or still visits God's fair earth; 
and war has always found its chief moral support, if not always its 
exciting cause, in religion. One test, and ultimately perhaps the 
most decisive, of the final purpose of any portion of revelation is the 
moral and spiritual use to which it may best be put. And one 
will have read this story and the like of it in the Old Testament 
with the highest profit who has been impressed by it with the horror 
and seductiveness of war. So horrible and seductive is it that God's 
own worshipers invoke his authority and inspiration when waging 
it most cruelly and remorselessly. 

Similar observations may properly be made upon the analogous 
case of the putting to death of two sons and five grandsons of Saul 
by the Gibeonites, in the days of King David, in expiation of the 
injuries of a blood-feud (2 Sam. 21:1-14). The statement is that 
the land had suffered from a famine for three years; that Jehovah 
told David, upon his inquiry, that the infliction had been sent because 
Saul's offense was still unrequited; and that, after the Gibeonites 
had wreaked their vengeance, "God was intreated for the land." 

I have laid emphasis upon such cases as these because in so doing 
I am following the line of most resistance. It will probably be 
agreed that those portions of the Old Testament which create the 
most unsought difficulties are those in which the prejudices and 
passions connoted by the word "tribalism" are most obvious. The 
study of anthropology and history, as well as of the Bible itself, 
helps us to understand why. In a progressive revelation, which, 
being historical, is necessarily in large measure the record of the 
growth and development of moral and religious sentiment, the part 
played by tribalism cannot but be prominent and far-reaching. The 
devolution of tribalism is the slowest of all processes of civilization 
and it is perhaps even yet not half achieved among the most advanced 
nations of the earth after twenty-seven centuries of prophetism and 
nineteen centuries of Christianity. 

Of the other inherited vices of the human mind and soul the most 
persistent and virulent is ceremonialism — reverence for things rather 
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than for persons, for the form rather than for the spirit. It is exter- 
nalism of this type that must be held responsible for the statements 
that Jehovah slew over fifty thousand men of Bethshemesh because 
they had looked into the ark, and that, in a time of general rejoicing, 
Uzzah son of Abinadab was smitten dead by Jehovah because he 
had put forth his hand to steady the ark when it had been shaken 
by an ordinary accident (1 Sam. 6:19; 2 Sam. 6:6 f.). 

The citation of such a series of cases may serve a purpose far 
more important than the mere criticism of the law and the histories. 
It may help to bring out in clearer relief the moral beauty and grandeur 
of prophetism and the prophetic literature, to which we must now 
pass for a brief examination. 

We notice first the renunciation by the prophets of tribalism and 
all its works. Let us hear Amos, the first of the great preaching 
prophets, whose sermons have been recorded. Tribalism had now 
been expanded into nationalism, losing thereby nothing of its viru- 
lence in the process, and having become offensive to the God of 
Israel by reason of its self-complacency after victories abroad and 
the increase of wealth at home. The chosen people thought that, no 
matter what their conduct might be, or what external dangers might 
arise, they could still have the favor of Jehovah. Amos cries out: 
"You only have I known of all the families of the earth; therefore 
will I visit upon you all your iniquities" (3:2). They fancied that 
their God cared for them alone. He tells them, in the name of 
Jehovah: "Are ye not as the race of the Ethopians unto me, ye 
race of Israel, saith Jehovah ? Have I not brought up Israel out of 
the land of Egypt, and the Philistines from Caphtor, and the Ara- 
means from Kir?" Listen to Micah as he denounces the most 
respectable and religious people of Judah in words that were mem- 
orable in later history: "The heads thereof judge for reward 

Yet they will lean upon Jehovah and say, Is not Jehovah in our 
midst ? No evil can befall us. Therefore on your account shall 
Zion be plowed as a field and Jerusalem shall become a heap of 
ruins" (3:11 f.). The insane pride of such false and shallow patri- 
otism, on the one hand, and prophetic veracity and fidelity, on the 
other, reached their climax in the time of Jeremiah, whose words 
and life are the noblest monument that has been reared in anv age 
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to the true patriotism, which sees its country's weal only in the cul- 
tivation of justice and righteousness and the fear of God, and con- 
siders even the loss of nationality preferable to disloyalty to God 
and duty (e. g. Jer. 8:18 — 9:16; chaps. 14-16; 32:16-35). 

And how does externalism in religion fare in the hands of the 
prophets ? In their days ceremonialism was more strongly intrenched 
in Israel than ever before. It was now complicated and indurated, 
having become inevitably more ritualistic. Correctness, regularity, 
and frequency of worship were now the works of fashionable religion. 
Hear a few sentences from the sure word of prophecy, which never 
mentions the ark or the temple, or any outward observances whatso- 
ever, as means or sources of good to the soul and spirit, or of accept- 
ance with God. Amos speaks in the name of Jehovah (5:21-25): 

I hate, I despise your feasts, 

And take no pleasure in your assemblies. 

Yea, when ye offer me burnt-offerings 

[I will not accept them ?], 

And in your bloodless offerings I take no pleasure; 

And the thank-offerings of your fatlings I will not regard. 

Take away from me the noise of thy songs, 

And the trilling of thy lyres I will not bear. 

But let justice roll along like water, 

And righteousness like a perennial stream. 

And Isaiah to his people a generation or more thereafter (1:11-17): 

What have I to do with your multitude of sacrifices ? saith Jehovah. 

I am satiated with burnt-offerings of rams and the fat of your fat things; 

And the blood of bullocks and lambs and goats I do not delight in. 

When you come to appear before me, 

Who hath sought this at your hand to trample my courts ? 

Bring no more worthless offerings; 

Incense is an abomination to me; 

The new moon, the sabbath, the holding of assemblies I cannot endure; 

Iniquity with solemn meetings, your new moons, your feasts, my soul hateth; 

They are a burden to me, I am weary of bearing them. 

And when ye stretch forth your hands, I will hide my eyes from you; 

Even when you multiply your prayers, I will not hear. 

Your hands are full of blood; wash you, make you clean; 

Put away the evil of your doings from before my eyes; 

Cease to do evil; learn to do good; make justice your care; 

Set right the wronged; sue for the orphan; plead for the widow. 
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Jeremiah, a hundred years later, makes us think that God had 
virtually annulled the ceremonial law by the law of the spirit (7 -.21-2$). 
And still a century later a prophet of the restoration "proclaims 
with the throat" that religious observances are no service of God at 
all, unless there be coupled with them the service of men; that God 
takes pleasure in the devotion of his children only when they love 
and pity and help and care for one another (Isa., chap. 58). 

Along with the assertion of these fundamental conceptions of all 
true religion, the prophets set in a new light and vindicate for all 
ages and peoples the essential conditions of right moral conduct. 
These are, in principle, righteousness and mercy; in practice, justice 
and kindness. How vital these are as primary moral agencies, and 
how essential they were to the evolution of the moral sense in the 
actual history of Israel and the world, may be made clear by a few 
simple considerations. 

No morality, in the strict sense of the term, is possible till the 
sense of justice is awakened. Men who habitually lie and cheat 
may easily be tempted to do almost any wrong, from which they are 
deterred only by fear of punishment. Justice in the Orient has 
always been slack and slow. All the Semites have been and are 
cruel and treacherous, and the Hebrews were by nature even as the 
others. But justice is possible as a spontaneous habit of life only 
where mercy has first entered and led the way. The demonstration 
of this tremendous fact has been the most costly, and therefore the 
most precious, experience of human history. Witness the futile 
enactments of barbaric and semi-barbaric legislators, the ameliora- 
tion of human captivity and servitude, the slow but certain growth 
of toleration, the mitigation of religious rancor, and the necessity 
as well as the beneficence of the awful tragedy of Calvary, whose 
efficacy is set forth by the moving figure of the reconciliation of the 
divine justice with the divine mercy. When the prophets began the 
work of reforming society from the inside, leaving it to the priests 
to reform it, if possible, from the outside, righteousness and justice, 
mercy and kindness were necessarily their watchwords. 

There had been love and kindness before the time of the prophets, 
but they had not become habits of society. Where they had been 
manifested they had been mainly confined to the family or clan or 



20 THE BIBLICAL WORLD 

tribe, and were therefore not human or humane. The prophets 
made them the outgrowth of a universal principle, the essential 
nature and actual requirement of God himself (Mic. 6:6-8): 

Wherewith shall I come before Jehovah, 
Or bow myself before God most high ? 



I will show thee, O man, what is good; 
And what doth God require of thee 
But doing justice and loving mercy, 
And walking humbly with thy God ? 

The prophets were the founders of altruism, and were its only 
exponents in the pre-Christian world. 

I can mention by name alone some of the other chief announce- 
ments of the prophets, which came upon the world with the effect of 
a new revelation: the declaration of God's long-suffering mercy and 
unquenchable love to his people; of his universal sovereignty in provi- 
dence and history; of the need of a new heart and right spirit; of the 
moral responsibility of the individual apart from the family or tribe; 
of the mission of God's righteous and suffering servant for the 
redemption of the race. 

Since prophetism was so vital and potential, and the principal 
witness to the truth and power of God in ancient days, it necessarily 
became operative and fruitful in the practical life of Israel to the 
close of pre-Christian times. Both the proof and the record of those 
"fruits of the Spirit" are found in large portions of the Old Testa- 
ment outside of the writings of the canonical prophets. Indeed, 
they give character and value to the greater part of the more strictly 
poetical and reflective books, as well as to certain well-worked sec- 
tions of the histories. The chief distinguishing features of what we 
may call this non-official prophetical literature are the spiritualizing 
of the character of God, a realization of his moral requirements, a 
passion for righteousness, a love of justice, sympathy with the poor 
and the oppressed, a sense of human brotherhood and of the unity 
of mankind, with a glowing anticipation of the submission of all 
nations to the rule of Jehovah. To trace out and appreciate how 
and what God thus "spoke unto the fathers in the prophets by divers 
portions and in divers manners," is the chief function and duty of 
modern "criticism," that is, of biblical studv. And to discriminate 
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between the moral quality of the tribalistic and ceremonial literature, 
and that of the prophetic literature wherever found in the Old Testa- 
ment, and to maintain the distinction by voice and pen, is the duty 
of the church and the most urgent practical need of the present Chris- 
tian times, when the kingdom of heaven is again suffering violence 
and the violent take it by force. 

In conclusion, another principal fact of revelation should be 
emphasized. There is much in prophetism which has not been 
superseded or replaced, or even supplemented, by the New Testa- 
ment. This is especially true in the two great interrelated regions 
of what we may call civic and international ethics — the needs and 
duties of neighbors and fellow-citizens; the divine sanctions of hon- 
esty, justice, and brotherly kindness in the business of life; the inner 
necessary relation between individual well- or ill-doing and national 
weal or woe; the responsibility to God and to man of rulers, judges, 
and magistrates; the inclusion of both individual and international 
obligation under a single inviolable moral law of duty and retribu- 
tion. The reason is obvious why these questions which go to the 
roots of our civic life and of our very national existence are dealt 
with once for all in the Old Testament. God reveals his will in the 
order of providence. Israel in its national and social history worked 
out, as no other nation has done, the everlasting universal problems 
of national and social morality. The problems, the working out, 
and the results were placed on record in the Old Testament. In 
New Testament times, under the surveillance of Roman imperialism, 
there was no need for the discussion either of the duties of citizenship 
or of international obligation. Now observe the relevant contents of 
the prophetic writings. From the sermons of Amos, Hosea, Micah, 
and Isaiah, could be compiled, and that by mere quotation, a goodly 
manual of sociological ethics. In Amos, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and 
Habakkuk we find an adequate standard and guide for sentiment 
and principle of action in our relations with the nations and empires 
outside of our own. If the professed followers of the Prince of Peace 
would courageously and consistently defer to these examples and 
incentives, the world might better understand the Christmas message 
of peace and good-will. 



